Effect of acetazolamide on exercise performance and muscle mass at high altitude.
The effect of acetazolamide (Az) on exercise performance and muscle mass in acclimatised subjects at an altitude of 4846 m was assessed in 11 subjects and compared with the effect of placebo on 10 other subjects. Exercise performance at 85% maximum heart rate fell by 37% in the Az group and by 45% in controls (p less than 0.05). Weight loss was greater in the placebo group at high altitude (p less than 0.01) and this correlated with the fall in exercise performance (p less than 0.001). During the expedition anterior quadriceps muscle thickness fell by 12.9% in the control group and 8.5% in the Az group (p less than 0.001), while biceps muscle thickness fell by 8.6% in controls and 2.3% in the Az group (p less than 0.001). Measurements of skin-fold thickness indicated a loss of 18% of total body fat in the placebo group and 5% in the Az group by the end of the expedition (p less than 0.001). Calorie intakes at altitudes above 3000 m were low and similar for the two groups. The Az group had fewer symptoms of acute mountain sickness but differences between the two groups were not statistically significant. Acetazolamide is therefore useful for climbers and trekkers who are acclimatised to high altitudes. It could be most useful at extreme altitudes, where maintenance of exercise performance and muscle mass are important.